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Professional Consciousness 
A P U B L I C accountant may be honest; he may be industrious, personally 
agreeable, and technically capable, but 
if he fails to sense that moral responsibility 
which a professional accountant should 
possess, he fails to merit the title of pro-
fessional accountant. 
Too many accountants regard the work 
in which they are engaged as a business. 
To sell their services, or the services of men 
whom they engage as assistants, seems to 
be their main thought; excepting perhaps 
the expectation of receiving pay for the 
services. 
The saying that "a laborer is worthy 
of his hire" is perforce as true of account-
ancy as any other line of endeavor. That 
accountancy should have its business side 
as well as its technical side is essential 
to the successful conduct of any practice. 
But the business aspect should never be 
permitted to take precedence over every-
thing else. It should be kept in the back-
ground and made subservient to the all-
important purpose of professional practice; 
namely, to satisfy the client. 
The legal responsibility of the public 
accountant has scarcely been judicially 
determined in this country. Generally 
speaking, if he has acquired competency 
through education and experience, uses 
due diligence and is not guilty of negli-
gence, he is absolved from legal liability 
and may not be held for losses sustained 
by clients. But legal liability is hard, cold, 
and exacting, and has none of the finer 
feelings which attach to moral obligation. 
The bank or trust company which sus-
tains a loss because an employe by means 
of some ingenious trick has foiled a firm 
of capable and diligent public accountants 
and robbed the institution of securities 
may have no recourse as against the ac-
countants, but it is none the less dissatisfied 
with their services. Some accountants 
on the other hand feel no less keenly the 
sense of moral obligation even though 
the courts may not be disposed to hold 
them legally responsible. In a case similar 
to that mentioned, which happened some 
years ago, the accountants who "paid 
until it hurt" did so entirely because of 
a sense of moral obligation. 
"Take nothing for granted" is a good 
rule for accountants to follow and it 
means exactly what it says, subject of 
course to the qualification that its appli-
cation implies the exercise of discrimination 
which determines what is, and is not, of 
substantial importance. Taking things for 
granted may not result in a pecuniary loss 
to the firm, but it may bring loss of pro-
fessional reputation, prestige and standing 
which are after all more to be treasured 
than riches. 
Technical ability and performance are 
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vital to the attainment of professional 
excellence; but they must be accompanied 
by dignified conduct if accountants are 
to win and hold the respect and confidence 
of clients and their employes. They 
must be bound up with that sense of 
responsibility which finds its fulfilment in 
the moral obligation to satisfy clients in 
every respect. 
Little acts of indiscretion, like becoming 
seized with the group spirit and giving way 
to mirth and levity on a big engagement, 
tend to undesirable observation and some-
times comment on the part of clients' 
employes. They indicate lack of appreci-
ation of the seriousness which attaches to 
the accountants' work and what is ex-
pected of them. There are too many 
chances for error constantly lurking in 
the path, and of all the words in the 
vocabulary of an accountant "error" should 
be the most terrifying and abhorrent par-
ticularly when it applies to him. 
Professional consciousness may be some-
thing which is difficult for the younger 
men in the profession to understand or 
to acquire. It may be that it comes only 
with time and experience in the profes-
sional field. It means, in short, letting 
every act be guided by the thought that 
there is a moral obligation to satisfy the 
client in every respect, that there is a grave 
responsibility constantly resting on the 
public accountant, and that the client 
wil l not be satisfied nor the responsibility 
discharged unless the accountant's work 
is technically correct, his conduct above 
reproach, and there is complete confidence 
on the part of the client in the integrity 
of the accountant. 
